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County Agent’s Notes

May 24, 1999

Get ready for insects and diseases.
Some of you may be getting tired of my talking about insects and diseases in garden
crops, but judging by the calls we are getting there are still a lot of people who need information
on these very common problems.

We seem to be starting the season with some unusually

heavy pressure from insects, particularly thrips, aphids, and members of the armyworm family.
Not only do these pests damage crops directly, but they act as carriers for diseases, compounding
their effects. It’s almost as if nature is challenging your wits.
Let’s go back to something I mentioned last week just in case you missed it. The socalled “red spiders” you may be seeing on tomatoes and related plants like peppers and eggplant
are in fact insects, and are one of the many types of aphids which feed on virtually all plants.
You can approach the control of aphids by two ways; first the “organic” method is to treat plants
with a soap solution, drying the skin of the insect, and causing it to crack and die as a result of
fluid loss. This method works on many insects, particularly when they are young and their
bodies are still developing.
When aphid numbers are high, you will see hundreds of them in colonies on the
undersides of leaves. They feed on plant juices by puncturing individual cells and sucking out
the contents. Although a few aphids can actually be good as a way of attracting beneficial
insects into the field, large numbers can cause a lot of damage, and plants are weakened. Heavy
infestations may require the use of an insecticide like diazinon, cygon, or Thiodan. Aphids

“learn” fast and may not be controlled by a second application of a product that worked well the
first time, so switch up and use a different product each time.
Another serious pest this time of year is thrips. No, my English is OK; that’s the way it’s
spelled, with an “s”, regardless of the number of pests. These are tiny cigar-shaped insects that
damage plants in much the same way as aphids, but they move around a lot more than aphids.
Adults fly well and move from plant to plant in the field or garden, expanding their population
and carrying diseases. One particular problem that is already showing up as a result of thrips is
the tomato spotted wilt disease which is caused by a virus carried by thrips. For the home
gardener, this is probably the main reason thrips should be controlled quickly. The same
materials I mentioned above for aphids will also work on thrips.
Hopefully, not many of you are seeing worms so far, but unless I miss my guess you will
find them soon. The two primary armyworm species are the cutworm and the armyworm. We
are all familiar with cutworms because they show up almost every year as young plants are
getting established. They cut the tender seedlings down, feeding on the tender stems. They can
devastate young corn in two or three days, and also feed on vegetable seedlings in gardens.
Treat when you find these, because if you wait you may have to replant. Armyworms are partial
to corn, and are being found early this year feeding on corn mostly as it is around a foot in
height. Another worm that is already showing itself is the corn earworm. Don’t let the name
deceive you, because this worm will eat just about anything, but right now it is being found
feeding in the whorls of corn plants where new leaves are comong out at the top of the plant.
These can be controlled with Sevin and Thiodan. The biological product Dipel, which is
formulated with a bacteria known as “Bt” works well on corn earworm both now as it is feeding
on the young leaves and later when it moves to young ears.

About the most disgusting insect of all is the tomato hornworm. Two or three of these
things can literally eat a big tomato plant in about two days. Those who have very good eyes and
can find them with their perfect camouflage can pick them off, but a better way is to treat the
plants with Dipel which works great on them. By the way, since Dipel is a biological material,
there is no chemical residue to be worried about.
I have already mentioned tomato spotted wilt virus which is only controlled by stopping
the thrips which carry it. Now let’s mention the fungus diseases. The main fungus disease we
find this time of year is known as “early blight”. Tomato leaves start yellowing at the bottom
of the plant, and the effect moves upward destroying more leaves as it goes. This disease is easy
to control with fungicides containing chlorothalonil such as Daconil and Funginex, but you need
to treat plants when you first start seeing the symptoms. Always add a little liquid soap to the
mix to help the material adhere to and protect the plant. These products are also effective on
“late blight” if and when it arrives.
I have also had calls about poor fruit set on tomatoes. This may be related to several
things including partial shading in gardens, cool nights, and heavy fertilization. The main thing
is that tomatoes need heat to set blooms, and unless plants get full sun all day they cannot do
well at setting fruit until it gets a little hotter. Don’t give up, the year is still young.
Always use caution when using any pesticide product. Read and follow the directions
carefully. We don’t just say that because we have to; we say it because it is important. Call if
we can help.

